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ABSTRACT 
Research, conversations and debates on the key HR 
skills in high demand have produced significant 
implications for the development of new competency 
models.  Globally, studies have been undertaken on 
the new competencies which should define the HR 
business partner of the 21st century. The HR 
competency model of the Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM) was used determine the extent 
to which the HR vacancies reflect critical skills during 
the year 2015 in a South African newspaper.  The 
study found a 21% high demand for verbal and written 
communication skills, followed by business acumen at 
18.2%.  Ethical practice is low at 0.3%.  The outcome 
of this research add to the ongoing expectation for HR 
Professionals to grow their business acumen. 
 
INTRODUCTION  
Newly emerging HR competency models define the 
critical skills in high demand for the 21st Century HR 
business partner.  These models are expected to 
leverage the skill composition of the HR business 
partners to be able to deal with high complexities of 
the volatile business environment [1]. Internationally, 
the efforts to professionalise the HR practice have 
been met with setbacks mostly due to the lack of HR 
skills to successfully pursue the business objectives. In 
order to better manage this expectations, the broad HR 
community across the globe has embarked upon key 
strategic interventions to identify the critical HR skills 
in high demand. Comprehensive competency models 
containing the HR functions and activities have been 
developed and tested for practical considerations [1] 
[2] [3] [4].  Of utmost importance is the alignment of 
the competency models with key roles and recruitment 
activities to ensure the attraction of the required skills 
[5].  To this end, it is expected that the type of HR 
skills reflected in the job advertisements matches the 
company’s competency model. This area of 
recruitment has received minimal attention and hence 
this study applies a content analysis technique to 
assess the HR skills in high demand from the job 
advertisements. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Considerably, extensive research has been covered on 
the importance of HR competencies in the business. 
As companies enter a new dawn of the information 
age, the HR community is expected to raise the bar 
and live up to the call for strategic business 
partnership with line managers.  Scholars have 
presented sufficient evidence of the required HR skills 
for business success [1] [2] [3] [4] [5].  Coupled with 
this are key roles which must be fulfilled for achieving 
business outcomes [1]. 
According to [6] the roles of HR business partners 
should transcend towards strengthening the global 
thinking of employees and embrace cross-cultural 
environments.  [1] and [2] reaffirm the importance of 
HR competencies in critical roles.  Clearly, the 
proliferation of HR competency models are indicative 
of attempts to elevate the profile of the HR profession.  
With the aim of enhancing the credibility of the HR 
profession, the Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM) has recently undertook a fact 
finding exercise with more than 1200 HR 
Professionals across 29 cities in eight countries to 
develop the latest competency model for consideration 
[3].  Prior to this, one of the other global interventions 
saw the development of six fundamental competency 
domains under the stewardship of the RBL Group and 
the Ross School of Business, University of Michigan 
[2].  In 2013, the South African Board for People 
Practice (SABPP) produced an HR Competency 
model through consultation with HR Professionals.  
Lastly, the Institute of People Management (IPM) in 
South Africa also used a consultative approach to 
construct an HR Competency framework.  
 
The next section will present the key features of some 
of the existing HR competency models: 
 
HR Competency models 
The 2012 HR Competency framework 
In order for HR business partners to impact the 
organisational performance, 2012 Global Human 
Resources Competency Study (HRCS) produced six 
fundamental competency domains which are strategic 
positioner, credible activist, capability builder, change 
champion, human resource innovator and integrator as 
well as the technology proponent. These competencies 
represent the required skills of HR business partners 
for achieving high performance standards [2]. 
 
SHRM HR competency model 
The key elements of the SHRM HR competency 
model are HR technical expertise and practice, 
relationship management, consultation, organisational 
leadership and navigation, communication, global and 
cultural effectiveness, ethical practice, critical 
evaluation as well as business acumen.  Specifically, 
this intends to enhance the profile of the HR 
Profession by developing well-rounded business 
partners with skills to be able to internalise business 
strategies and make valuable HR contribution[4].  The 
SHRM HR competency model is well founded on 
research and has been validated throughout 
organisations globally [3].  This makes this framework 
a useful tool to measure the HR competency profile 
and HR skills in high demand. 
  
The South African Board for people Practice 
(SABPP) HR Competency Model 
In South Africa, the National HR Competency Model 
was developed under the leadership of the SABPP. 
With the same intention of the other models world-
wide, this model also intends to leverage the HR 
Profession by directing investments in HR training 
towards the key competency domains which are 
required to make business successful. The model 
contains five core competencies, namely, leadership 
and personal credibility, organisational capacity, 
solution creation and implementation, interpersonal 
and communication as well as citizenship for the 
future which includes innovation, technology and 
sustainability. Mainly, the functions of HR 
Competency models including this one should be 
aimed at aligning HR education with the critical skills 
in high demand, enhance the experience of HR 
business partners, create standards of HR application 
and certification [3] [4]. 
 
The Institute of People Management (IPM) HR 
Competency framework  
Additionally, the South African HR Professionals 
embarked upon another exercise through the IPM to 
develop a competency framework focused on building 
capability to deliver with impact.  This model seeks to 
enable the HR Professionals to find answers to these 
questions and align their education accordingly:  
 
 What role does HR play in delivering value 
currently? 
 How do I currently deliver? 
 How do others perceive my delivery?  
 How are the solutions to build capability and 
maturity? 
 
In dealing with questions, IPM anticipates that the HR 
Professionals will be better positioned to contribute 
significantly to the business. 
 
Amid these continuous efforts to enhance the profile 
of the HR profession, HR competency models have 
not yet been fully explored to determine whether 
organisations apply these frameworks to attract the 
critical HR skills in high demand.  Job advertisements 
are the main tools to communicate the required skills 
which the HR business partner must possess in order 
to be considered for employment and yet these ads 
still fail to attract the required HR skills. Accordingly, 
job advertisements must contain keywords which are 
embedded in the required competencies [5]. Therefore, 
the underlying question of this is:  
 
 To what extent do the job advertisements for 
the HR positions in South Africa reflect the 
skills in the HR competency model?  
 
Specifically, this research selected the SHRM HR 
competency model because of its broad global 
consultative input and the fact that it has been 
validated with international organisations.  
RESEARCH DESIGN 
Research method 
A content analysis on the job advertisements of the 
HR positions was conducted from one of the South 
Africa’s Sunday newspaper for the period of 2015.  
This method is useful in identifying skills in high 
demand by organisations [5] [7].    
 
Data collection 
Firstly, the Organising Framework for Occupations 
(OFO) formed the basis for identifying the HR 
vacancies with skills in high demand.  Secondly, the 
SHRM HR competency model was used to identify 
keywords from the adverts which match the 
framework’s competencies of interest or skills 
required from the HR business partners.  Specifically, 
the job specification section of the adverts which lists 
the competencies and/or skills required was the main 
area of data collection.    This search revealed a 4% 
HR vacancy rate of 467 vacancies 2015 from the total 
jobs advertised in that publication only. The SHRM 
Competency framework was used to breakdown 
keywords / phrases to monitor frequency of use across 
all the HR vacancy advertisements.  [5] [7] followed 
the similar process to identify leadership skills in high 
demand, but did not make of a predefined competency 
framework. 
 
Measuring instrument 
The study did not apply a scientific measurement 
instrument, but used the SHRM HR competency 
model as a content analysis framework to measure the 
HR skills in high demand from the job advertisement. 
The SHRM HR competency model consists of 9 
competency domains with 93 competencies or skills of 
interest. Accordingly, the HR technical expertise and 
practice contains 10 skills required, relationship 
management 16, Consultation 10, Leadership and 
navigation 10, Communication 11, Global and cultural 
effectiveness 9, Critical evaluation 9, Ethical practice 
6 and Business acumen 12.  Tied to these is the 
expected educational level, professional certification 
level and the required experience [3].   
 
Data analysis 
HR vacancy data extracted from the newspapers was 
captured on the Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet. 
Frequency counts were conducted by pairing the HR 
skills from the newspaper against the skills in the 
SHRM competency model.  These were cross-
tabulated to present the number of times HR skills in 
the SHRM competency model are reflected in the HR 
specific adverts.  In this case, text data gets converted 
into numbers to establish the frequency of keywords 
representing skills which appear in the newspaper [8].  
Furthermore, this research established how the HR 
vacancies with different qualifications reflect skills in 
the SHRM competency model.  Job adverts normally 
reflect the required qualifications for specific 
competency levels for matching candidates’ 
capabilities with the inherent requirements of the job 
[9].  
  
RESULTS 
Results of this research are presented below in 
descriptive frequencies and cross tabulation.  Firstly, 
Table 1 demonstrates the extent to which the job 
advertisements for the HR positions in South Africa 
reflect the skills in the SHRM HR competency model: 
 
Table 1: HR Skills in High Demand 
SHRM Competency Domain % 
Communication 21 
Business Acumen 18.2 
Consultation 15.6 
HR Expertise  13.7 
Critical  Evaluation 11.5 
Relationship Management 10 
Leadership & Navigation 9.6 
Diversity & Inclusion 0.4 
Ethical Practice 0.3 
 
The most sought after HR skill counted from a total 
467 vacancies is verbal and written communication.  
Although business acumen is presented herein as the 
second most highly demanded skill, most vacancies do 
not reflect such skills as business knowledge, 
economic awareness, knowledge of finance and 
accounting and HR Metrics and Analytics which are 
mainly considered pivotal in positioning HR 
Professionals as key strategic business partners. 
Instead most skills in high demand reflected under this 
domain is the ability to use Microsoft Package and 
legislation knowledge.   
 
Results of the HR skills in high demand by 
qualifications are presented in Table 2 below: 
 
Table 2: 
HR Skills in High Demand by Qualifications 
SHRM Competency Domain UG PG 
Communication 13.8 0.8 
Business Acumen 13.0 1.2 
HR Expertise  10.2 1.9 
Relationship Management 9.1 0.6 
Consultation 8.9 0.5 
Critical  Evaluation 8.3 0.7 
Leadership & Navigation 6.5 0.6 
Diversity & Inclusion 0.43 0.43 
Ethical Practice 0.43 0.0 
 
Similarly, verbal and written communication skills are 
highly represented in most of the HR job vacancies 
followed by business acumen and HR expertise.  
These results add to the paradox of HR skills required 
against the supply.  While business acumen is reported 
to be the most significant set of skills required to 
enable HR business partners, South African 
organisations are found to be more attracted to verbal 
and communication skills.  This might not be a true 
reflection of what is exactly being sought after as HR 
skills.  There is a possibility of an oversight on how 
the real skills in high demand are being 
communicating in the job advertisement. 
DISCUSSION 
Managerial implications  
It is clear that there is a total disconnect between what 
is regarded as HR skills in high demand as advertised 
on the job adverts and what companies in South Africa 
aim to achieve in attracting the HR talent.  The SHRM 
competency model indicated the extent to which most 
companies do not pay attention to the keywords which 
reflect skills in high demand when they advertisement, 
which results in a complete mismatch between the 
available and expected HR skills.  
 
Possible limitations of the study 
The use of the SHRM HR competency model in this 
research was not subjected to reliability and validity 
tests to determine its relevance, usefulness and for 
mitigating the risks of biasness. 
 
Suggestions for future research 
To validate the SHRM competency model with HR 
vacancy data.  
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